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Drew, J.

Can you believe it? This journal has operated under the
current title for fully twenty-two years.
Assuming my records are correct, the first issue actually to
carry the label Comparative Civilizations Review was a blue-backed
80 pager dated "Winter, 1979." Whether it appeared xenogenetically is less sure. On the inside cover the two editors, Vytautas
Kavolis of Dickinson College and Edmund Leites of Queens
College of the City University of New York, indicate that the new
journal is "issued as Volume 7, Number 3, of the Comparative
Civilizations Bulletin." Elsewhere in the journal, it appears that
members of the International Society for the Comparative Study
of Civilizations (US) henceforth will receive both publications;
the Bulletin is to carry "papers concerned with aspects of civilizational studies other than the analytic or interpretive, as well as
surveys of the literature, working notes, and (with occasional
exceptions) book reviews."
Among the four articles accepted for that first issue of the
Review was "Structure and Energy: Toward a CivilizationAnalytic Perspective." It was the Presidential Address given by
Dr. Kavolis himself at the 1978 Annual Meeting of the
International Society for the Comparative Study of Civilizations,
held at the University of Wisconsin/Milwaukee. The other articles dealt with human rights in Chinese history and philosophy,
the heritage of courtly love in Japan, and the English and Indians
as producers and consumers of food in early New England.
The task for the Review has not varied over the years. It is
contained in the mission statement you will find on the inside of
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any Review back cover: comparison of civilizations, the development of theories or methods which are useful in comparative civilizational studies, and concern with specific issues in the social
sciences or humanities studied from a comparative civilizational
perspective. What a great and unique contribution our
Comparative Civilizations Review has made to these ends.
But while any fair review of the corpus we have generated so far will certainly find many richly textured issues full of
thoughtful, insightful analysis, it must also reveal that most of the
articles are written in a retrospective mode.
In other words we as comparative civilizationalists tend
to look backward. We review a past period or society — or a
string of them, or an aspect thereof; we define our operating unit,
i.e., the civilization; we apply this definition, more or less as a
Weberian "ideal type," to the age or people in question; and then we
generate a theory to explain what we've found.
That this approach has been of enormous value to scholarship is without question. Certainly, our most significant works
are in the historical vein. Witness, as the chief piece of evidence,
Arnold Toynbee's magisterial and paradigmatic work, A Study of
History. True, there are fully 14 entries grouped under "futurism"
in the index for the abridged edition, but these items deal mostly
with cultural changes and reactions within a particular civilization. Moreover, they tend to fail. The main point of the book is
civilization as the "unit of historical study," as the "intelligible
field of study." What he writes about are past events and theories
which arise from a study of past and present civilizations.
Nevertheless, it is possible that the application of the
framework for our civilizational analysis may be most beneficial
to most people in the prospective — not the retrospective —
mode. Thus, one might ask, what, especially in light of certain
recent and unpleasant political developments, in fact does the
future hold for this civilization and perhaps for others (assuming,
arguendo, that they exist)? Is there reason for optimism? Can
civilizational analysis explain future possibilities? Was the
ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead correct when it said that
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol44/iss44/2

2

Drew: Editor's Note
EDITOR'S

3

NOTE

"Mine is yesterday, I know tomorrow?"
One of my favorite views of the future comes from a
poem placed within a liturgical setting so that it can be sung as a
hymn. As a member of the Chapel Choir at Columbia University,
in the early 60's, I first sang a poem by John Addington Symonds
called "The Days That Are to Be." The great John Ireland put it
to music as a cantata and called it "These Things Shall Be." It is
a beautiful evocation of the possible future of mankind.
Symonds posits:
These things shall be — a loftier race
Than e'er the world hath known shall rise
With flame of freedom in their souls
And light of knowledge in their eyes
Brotherhood will prevail; humanity will perform great
deeds, and we finally will bring about paradise on earth.
Another of the hymns popular in the 1960s — similarly
based on a poem — encouraged mankind to fight for a better
future. It was reportedly one of Martin Luther King's very
favorite selections. Written by James Russell Lowell and titled
"The Present Crisis." it became known as "Once To Every Man
and Nation" when Thomas John Williams set it to music. It concludes:
Though the cause of evil prosper
Yet 'tis truth alone is strong,
Though her portion be the scaffold,
And upon the throne be wrong,
Yet that scaffold sways the future
And, behind the dim unknown,
Standeth God within the shadow
Keeping watch above his own.
Does he keep watch on "hanging chad?"
It was the great Sigmund Freud who wrote in Future of
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An Illusion that the "voice of the intellect is a soft one, but it does
not rest until it has gained a hearing...This is one of the few points
in which one may be optimistic about the future of mankind, but
in itself it signifies not a little."
A discipline has evolved over the past half century or so
known as futures research. Futures research uses a variety of
techniques. All might be useful for students of comparative civilization, I think.
First is the Delphi Technique. This is a way of collating
the best wisdom of the leading experts. The futures researcher
asks a question of the experts in a certain field. He or she then
receives the responses, collates them, and sends all the answers
back to the experts. They review what their prominent colleagues have had to say and revise their original remarks in light
of what they have now read. Again, the researcher collates and
mails out the answers. By the third round, then, we have the
refined, informed best ideas of the leading experts. I once wrote
a paper using this technique to show how we could predict the
future of drug abuse treatment in urban America.
In a sense, isn't the Delphi Technique what happens at
many of the sessions run annually at the ISCSC meetings? Those
who are interested in some aspect or other of the topic are
brought into a room (typically by Prof. Melko) and asked to indicate what they think. Last summer in Mobile he asked the question, "What were the mainstream civilizations?" About fifteen of
our experts spoke, and others criticized, thought about it, refined
their lists, and presented them back to Prof. Melko. In the end,
he had produced a list based on the best thinking of the experts.
A second method is Trend Extrapolation. We come
across this technique frequently among financial commentators,
and it is the most popular form of futures research. The
researcher isolates a specific trend, going back a significant period of time usually. He or she then projects it forward, using a
"decision tree" model to show where significant choices might
occur and the results which would be generated as a result of
making such informed (or not informed) choices. Once to every
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol44/iss44/2
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man and nation comes the moment to decide. In his chapter entitled "The Comparative Study of Civilizations" and in the writing
thereafter, Toynbee lists some features and trends of a civilization
and he accepts or rejects candidates for civilizational status based
on such indicators. We could do the same, project this forward
and analyze trends in order to predict whether contemporary civilization^) will go into desuetude, maintain themselves, or thrive
and grow.
Computer Modeling constitutes a third type of futures
research, frequently used by weather forecasters. I am not aware
of any writings in comparative civilization which utilize modeling. Here, the various features of a particular unit under study
may be fed into a computer programmed to present a wide range
of possible outcomes. The researcher reviews the results and
sees what appears to be closest to a defined model. A sociologist
studying revolutions, for example, might program all the elements of an ideal-typical revolution into the computer and then
feed a wide range of data into the machine in order to create a
chart showing distances from the definitional norm.
Finally, Scenario Writing may be employed. This was
the technique utilized, in part, by the Hudson Institute's Herman
Kahn in his works about the future. One such book from 1976 is
The Next 200 Years: A Scenario For America and the World. He
begins by delineating "Four Views of the Earth-Centered
Perspective" (convinced neo-Malthusian, guarded pessimist,
guarded optimist, and technology-and-growth enthusiast) and
laying out the resultant approaches to ten important issues (i.e.,
"long-range outlook." "innovation and discovery," "quality of
life." and others). The book goes through strategies which will
bring the world to a better future. I would note that the index
contains not a single allusion to the word "civilization."
The Comparative Civilizations Review has made a great
start in its chosen tasks of advancing analytical and interpretive
comparative civilizational studies and the comparative civilizational perspective. But perhaps we can help humanity most in an
applied fashion, if we provide the tools necessary for consideraPublished by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2001
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tion of the prospects the future holds for our civilization(s).
Armed with such an informed analysis, mankind, with flame of
freedom in their souls and light of knowledge in their eyes,
might be able to choose the most desirable of the alternative
futures waiting to come forth.
Shepherd College
Shepherdstown, West Virginia
Spring, 2001
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